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The quotation in the paper’s title above is a comment by one teacher educator on a 
colleague’s work to raise consciousness among her teacher education (TE) students 
regarding diversity, social justice and productive pedagogical engagement. The 
current widespread perception of pervasive and problematic student diversity in 
schools has highlighted the need for teacher educators to articulate understandings 
of diversity and social justice on the one hand, with effective pedagogical practices 
on the other. A common initial strategy in teacher education programs is to 
challenge prospective teacher’s reliance on individualistic deficit explanations and 
to offer more positive and productive ways of naming and engaging with student 
diversity. However as the quotation in the title reveals, in the present neo-liberal 
higher education context of Australia (and no doubt other western nations at least), 
teacher educators themselves often reduce consideration of diversity to a 
consideration of individual and essentialised characteristics. In this paper I 
investigate the talk of teachers who work within a school that services a community 
marked by poverty along with racial diversity as a way to consider implications of 
this trend to individualise diversity for teacher education.  
The first section of this paper is an analysis that investigates the discourses evident 
as influential in teachers’ common sense notions of diversity when they are asked to 
discuss literacy and failure to learn literacy. I ask what discourses seem to be used 
as potentials for teachers and school personnel to call on when explaining diversity 
and literacy learning and failure in the early years of school. An investigation of the 
teacher’s talk about literacy uncovers an uptake of potentials that individualise 
diversity in a way that competes with an understanding of diversity as socially and 
institutionally constructed. The analysis was undertaken at Jesstown State School – 
a small school located within the sprawling satellite landscape of one Australian 
state’s capital city. The teacher’s talk is related to discussions of diversity and 
literacy learning and failure to learn, as recorded in interviews with myself as 
researcher. The analysis reveals that the Jesstown teachers called upon deficit 
explanations to explain diversity, with students being ‘othered’ according to the 
values held as normal and central by the teachers. After a discussion of the 
resilience of these deficit accounts, I move to demonstrate how a reliance on 
progressive notions of teaching and learning make it difficult for teachers to 
represent literacy learning and failure, and student diversity in other ways. I suggest 
that attempts to start where students are at, and to take account of student 
backgrounds by calling on progressive understandings, result in an individualisation 
of diversity that places ‘blame’ for difference squarely at the doorstep of children 
and families. The paper then moves to an analysis of how one Jesstown teacher, 
Dianne, represents diversity, literacy and the teacher and student roles within the 
first few years of schooling very differently. I conclude by posing the question of 
how TE can work productively to provide TE students with the understandings, 
skills, practices and processes to engage with diversity as a collective and 
collaboratively constructed representation rather than an individual, essentialised 
characteristic.  
THE QUESTION OF DEFICIT 
Foucault (Foucault, 1971) reminds us of the discontinuous nature of discourses. 
Seemingly differential cases can sometimes come together within the same text. 
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However working in subjugated forms, they can just as easily be unaware of or 
exclude each other. For example in important written texts of Jesstown State 
School, the School Annual Report and the school’s statement of purpose as 
examples, the discourses of accountability can be seen working alongside those of 
progressivism. In other texts from Jesstown though, one way of representing 
diversity seemed to prevail resiliently over others. For example, as will be 
exemplified in the analysis that follows in ensuing sections of this paper, within the 
teachers’ talk about and around diversity and literacy, deficit explanations of 
success and failure were popular possibilities to be used. Teachers discussed 
diversity, literacy, their teaching and their students' learning by resorting to 
explanations based on deficits in students or their families.  
This trend toward deficit explanations is not new and has been discussed in 
educational research for many years(see as examples Comber, 1997, 2000; 
Freebody, 1993; Freebody & Ludwig, 1998; Heath, 1982, 1983). In her analysis of 
what 'counts' as competence in early literacy lessons, Comber (2000) discusses the 
accumulation of positive and less than positive vocabulary around particular 
children: 
Some children already had these dispositions and could immediately access 
and participate in what the school provided. Such children quickly 
accumulate a ledger of positive vocabulary - "risk-taking", "breakthrough", 
"ready", "independent", "off-and-running", "gifted", “precocious", etc.  
(Comber, 2000, p. 46) 
Comber goes on to explain that for other children for whom school ways of 
displaying competence in literacy were foreign and unknown: 
(T)heir descriptors sometimes call on different discourses, including for 
instance the medical and the moral - "immature" “ADD", "slow", "naughty", 
"deficient", "language-delayed", and so on. 
(Comber, 2000, p. 46) 
The resilience of deficit definitions of student failure, and a long history of 
researching such a phenomenon should not lead to the assumption that this finding 
is no longer remarkable. How remarkable that deficit definitions of student diversity 
and failure have for more than 2 decades been shown in research to limit the 
potentials of some students in schools, and yet still hold currency in teachers' 
explanation of the failure of large groups of students.  
The following analysis further extends this body of research by supplying a fine-
grained analysis of key print based texts from Jesstown and teachers' talk, linking 
the use of progressive discourse with these deficit explanations of diversity. It also 
demonstrates the homogenising nature of deficit talk as teachers move from 
describing the characteristics of individual children to groups of children - often 
labelled as 'these' kids who go to 'these' schools.  
TEACHING IN A ‘WELFARE STATE’  
Jesstown as a Literacy Learning Community 
Before moving to further investigate the teachers' talk around diversity and literacy, 
I will detail the recent history of literacy in the first 3 years of schooling at Jesstown 
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by investigating how this is represented in key reporting texts. This will serve to 
both introduce the school as a research context and present the case for how literacy 
success is represented in written documents within the school. This provides the 
broader contextual space for the analysis of teachers’ talk around diversity and 
literacy which will follow.  
Prior to 1999, expectations for student outcomes were low and the numbers of 
students recorded as needing extra support in withdrawal programs was exceedingly 
high. However in the twelve months preceding my involvement with the school as a 
researcher in 2000 there were explicit moves taken by administration and teaching 
staff to improve the outcomes of students in the early years of the school.  
There is evidence of some of the systemic outcomes measures demonstrating these 
improvements. For example the Year 2 Diagnostic Net1 (Education Queensland, 
1995) results recorded a significant decrease in the number of children being 
assessed as requiring additional support in reading. Figure 1 shows that in 2000 
approximately 58% of year 2 students received this additional support, similar to 
56% in 1999 and "significantly improved from 80% in 1998"(Jesstown State 






















Figure 1: % of students receiving additional support as a result of the Year 2 
Diagnostic Net - Reading at Jesstown in 1998, 1999 and 2000. 
Not all the systemic outcomes recorded in the school's archives showed such a 
marked improvement, however more importantly for this paper is that within the 
school a perceived improvement was evident, and in many cases this improvement 
was explained as resulting from a change in pedagogy. The following section is 
taken from the school's Annual Report and is an example of how improvements in 
literacy, resulting from pedagogical change were detailed within the schools' 
system-based reporting processes.  
The graph below shows improvements in reading ages which are indicative 
across the school. The example illustrated below shows that due to 
                                                 
1
 The Year 2 Diagnostic Net is a mandatory point-in-time assessment conducted of all children in 
May of their second year of schooling. The results of this assessment must be reported to parents and 
to the Department of Education as the systemic centre. 
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intervention strategies implemented in the lower school, average reading 
ages of Year 2 have been improved dramatically over the past 4 years. This 
means an improvement of over 11 months improvement in average reading 
ages. For example this year we have only 4 students recording ages below 
their chronological ages, the worst being a mere six months behind their 
cohort. This is a cause for great celebration and reason for further efforts to 
continue to strive for improved learning outcomes for students at this school. 
We expect this to level off at this higher level over the coming 1-2 years. 
(emphasis in original) 
(Jesstown State School, 2000, p14) 
The intervention discussed in this segment includes the classroom-based teaching in 
years 1 and 2 which the school discussed as Early Intervention Assistance. This 
'program' involved shifting resources so that for an hour, 3 times a week, 2 teachers 
worked in the year 1 and 2 classrooms, lowering teacher student ratios to 
approximately 1:10 for the literacy block time. The extract above clearly links 
improved outcomes with teaching and intervention. This school is portrayed in the 
text as one that works on the assumption that teaching will encourage learning, and 
although the reader is not privy to what measure of 'reading age' was used, or how 
this links to broader literacy achievements, vocabulary choices such as celebration 
and reason for further efforts to continue to strive for improved learning outcomes 
clearly link positive notions of improved outcomes with teacher and school effort. 
This same link was also made in reporting to parents in the public sphere. Figure 2 
is an extract taken from a newsletter to parents. Sent home to parents during the 
final weeks of the 2000 school year, this newsletter was entitled A "Good News" 
Newsletter. Amongst details of air conditioning and a new toilet block the extract 
below on student outcomes also appeared. 
Most significant in this text is the backgrounding of students as active participants 
in the truly outstanding results achieved. This is achieved through a general passive 
construction in clauses such as;  
the average Reading Ages of our Year 2 students as of last week have been 
assessed as being on average… 
So that rather than the students achieving good results, the theme of the clause is the 
reading ages and the finite construction leads to a passive voice. Similarly in 
paragraph one we, signifying teachers and staff (later identified in the text), achieve 
the end of year testing results on all of our students. This construction again 
backgrounds students in the process. In the following clause we could include 
teachers, students and the broader school community, but preceded as it is by a 
clause that specifically excludes students from the we, this is not achieved within 
the context. Finally the use of relational processes with the token and carrier of 'the 
results', allows the text to order the achievement of these outstanding results in a 
particular fashion which classifies staff as positively implicated in the achievement 
of the results on students. The exclamative which finishes the text and lists the 
teachers as deserving of the congratulations supports this analysis.  
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Our Reading and Literacy 
Results – Outstanding 
Even more exciting to us are the end of year testing results we have been able to 
achieve on our Literacy assessments on all of our students. We have exceeded by 
far the normal gains made by students across the school. 
 
For example, the average Reading Ages of our Year 2 students as of last week have 
been assessed as being on average a full 9 months ahead of their chronological age. 
Their average Spelling Age is a full 7 months ahead also. 
 
This is a truly outstanding result and is a credit to the staff who have contributed to 
these wonderful results, namely, our classroom teachers, our Reading Recovery 
teachers, our Support teacher, our teacher aides. 
 
These results are a real credit to the quality of teaching and learning occurring here. 
Congratulations to all of our teachers who put so much effort and enthusiasm into 
their work. 
 
Figure 2: Extract from Jesstown State School Newsletter December 2000. 
 
What is important to note is that within the written texts of Jesstown State School 
teachers and their work were highlighted as the contributing factor in positive 
literacy outcomes at Jesstown at the time of this study. So within written texts about 
literacy then, literacy success was documented for all Jesstown pupils and attributed 
directly to teaching success. The teaching staff in the lower school at Jesstown had 
also been called upon numerous times to detail their new approach to literacy 
teaching in the early years at seminars and forums throughout the school district. 
There is a general sense within this section of the data that literacy teaching had 
'turned around' at Jesstown and that the ensuing results were positive. 
Discourse Analysis of Interview Text 
Within a school that has had success in changing teaching and thus purportedly also 
changing the outcomes of students in terms of literacy on measures of 
accountability, but more broadly also, how do teachers talk about diversity and 
school success and failure? How are written texts that report on outcomes and 
achievements implicated in teachers’ common sense understandings of diversity? 
When there had been such dramatic changes, and when this was largely discussed in 
terms of changes to teaching within written texts, was it the case that teachers 
would be influenced by these initiatives as they talked about diversity and the 
success and failure of their students to learn? 
 7
As a beginning to link texts with practices, this analysis will call on the principles 
of discourse analysis. Discourse analysis is set out as proceeding through four 
methodological moves at the stage of analysis of practices (Woods, 2004). Key 
texts were selected and then linked to other sections of the data, the text(s) was 
described and then placed within the broader social practices in analysis based on 
interpretation. While shades of these levels of analysis are important as a way to 
illuminate the connection between texts and practices, they are neither hierarchical 
nor discrete. The process of analysing texts such as transcripts of interview talk 
remains a fluid process shifting from description to interpretation and explanation 
throughout the process. As Fairclough (2001, p. 91) states "there is a sense that 
description presupposes interpretation" in that the text will be described in a 
particular fashion because of the analysts' interpretation. However it is the cyclic to 
and fro that gives discourse analysis its texture. In this case the interrogation of the 
text will call on a linguistic analysis based in systemic functional linguistics. 
Following one of the foundational purposes of discourse analysis, that is to 
"make(ing) contradictions apparent" (Wodak, 1999, p.186) the initial run through 
this data set involved looking for instances of paradox within this interview data. 
One such contradiction that emerged was the prolific use of deficit definitions to 
discuss diversity of the student population within the interview transcripts. The 
incongruence of the success that the school had recently witnessed in the early 
years, attributed to a change in pedagogy by teachers, the Principal and outsiders to 
the school (as evidenced by school personnel being asked to detail their approach at 
numerous forums throughout the district) and discussion by the teachers of 
diversity, literacy and literacy failure in terms of internal deficit characteristics of 
students and/or their families soon surfaced as a problematic juxtaposition. 
To investigate this further, I began at the interpretative level and first coded the 
interview transcripts using several systems. The first coding allowed the data to be 
read as discrete texts produced by myself and individual teachers. The second 
organised the data according to the discourses being called upon in responses. The 
third coding, and the system that proved most useful for this particular analysis, 
involved the interview transcripts being coded so that what was talked about in the 
interviews was sectioned according to the following categories:   
• how the interviewees discussed their own role within the school;  
• what they discussed as being important in terms of literacy in the early years 
of school;  
• how they discussed diversity and 'failure' in literacy;  
• how they talked about identifying diverse students as being 'at-risk' of 
failing literacy;  
• and their thoughts about intervention at various levels within the system.  
In this coding - and that of the discourses used - I coded the interviews across the 
whole data corpus. 
Once this coding had been carried out, I was able to go back through the transcripts 
and investigate at both an interpretative (institutional) and descriptive (local) level 
what was said - keeping at the forefront the meta-theme about how deficit 
explanations of diversity could be so resilient within a school where pedagogy had 
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had such a ‘visible’ effect. By analysing across participants I allowed, from these 
earliest stages, for the analysis to begin to unravel an explanation at the broader 
societal level. 
What makes this analysis critical, is that rather than looking for where data overlaps 
I looked for places where there were ruptures – these become the cruces at the very 
core of the data analysis(Rogers, 2002). One such crux was a contradiction between 
the representations evident in the archive of the school’s recent history and the 
teacher’s reliance on deficit explanations in their explanations of diversity and 
outcomes. 
The resilience of deficit explanations 
What led me to describe the abundance of deficit definitions of diversity was the 
emergence of a pattern in many of the interview transcripts. When I asked 
participants to respond to a question or prompt they often supplied an answer and 
then their second move was to resort to a deficit explanation of the concept. There is 
a demonstration of this in extract 1 below. Margaret identifies exposure to different 
types of literature as being important in terms of literacy in the early years, and then 
proceeds to a deficit explanation of how parents no longer take the responsibility for 
this. 
Extract 1 
12   R: what do you think is important in terms of literacy in the early years 
in terms of what children need to have 
13   T: um I think they need exposure to different types of literature 
14   R: mmhm 
15   T: different um and I I think I can see it when the kids come into school 
the children that are exposed early which I think is important and the 
children that aren't and it makes our job harder when the kids come 
in without that exposure so as a parent they need to take 
responsibility of literature with kids before they even come into 
school 
16   R: mmm 
17   T: so by the time they come in they've got that grasp of what a book is 
what you can do with it you can read it and whatever which makes 
our job a bit easier 
(Interview with Margaret) 
Within the transcripts there were what seem to be limitless occasions where when 
asked to discuss a concept the interviewees first supplied a response and then on the 
second move slotted into describing deficits in students, their families, or society in 
general. The latter became a harkening back to the 'good old days' when all things 
were simpler and reading and writing were about reading and writing a singular 
mode in a singular form.  
In many cases ‘these kids and their families’ were blamed for any perceived 
difficulties in school success. The interview transcripts reveal statements about 
deficits in experience, understandings and background knowledge in students. 
Generalisations were made, for once a child was classified as belonging to a 
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particular group, then that child could take on the characteristics of all like children 
as if they formed an homogenous category. As Foucault (Foucault, 1977, p.199) 
details, a 'double mode" functioning in the control and formation of particular types 
of subjects - that of "binary division and branding" and "coercive assignment". 
Binary division and labelling continues to set out sane and insane, good and bad - 
and in the case of my work the ideal student and the failing student - within today's 
institutions. Techniques used for measuring, watching and shaping these students' 
failure or perceived failure to learn school-based knowledge and understandings - or 
perhaps merely their failure to achieve ‘middle classness’ - also allowed for the 
normalising of characteristics of those labelled. Once this binary division was set 
up, assumptions of homogeneity are sanctioned within any of the labelled 
categories.  
This is evident in the talk around 'these kids' at Jesstown. In extract 2 below Wendy 
succinctly wraps up what some the characteristics of ‘these’ kids in ‘these’ areas 
are. 
Extract 2 
132  T: yeah that? it's just you I know in an area like this you don't get a lot 
of support from parents they're not being read to at home they've had 
little or no contact with books and they've certainly never bought any 
um and it makes it very hard because they're not living in an 
environment of of print and an talking about books an writing? I've 
got a few parents who are illiterate and um they've gotta get someone 
else to read their notes for them 
133  R: mmhm 
134  T: one of my little boys already reads better than his mother 
135  R: mm 
(Interview with Wendy) 
Wendy explains that family homes of ‘these’ kids do not value print technologies or 
support their kids. In other sections of the transcript Wendy compares 'these' 
families with what she calls 'good families' when she compares her school with 
another. In setting up a binary division she talks about this second school as "a very 
good school where children get a lot of support from home" and were there are 
"very very good class(es)" (Interview with Wendy). Other instances across the 
corpus of similar explanations, discussed deficits in oral language, not being taken 
shopping, on holidays to the beach and other relative ‘middle class’ notions of what 
literacy might be. Once these become the notions of what ideal literacy is, then all 
other literate practices can be othered. This allows a foregrounding of middleclass 
notions of what it means to be literate and a continued marginalisation of students 
from diverse backgrounds. 
A further indication that teachers found it difficult to look beyond middle class 
notions of concepts like literacy is in several teacher's use of the words 'literacy' and 
'literature' interchangeably. As an example, Bronwyn replaces the word literacy 
with literature eight times out of a total nine times that she goes to use the word 
throughout the interview. This is evidenced in extract 3 below, where it is possible 
to observe this phenomenon in turns 130 and 132 and 140. 
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Extract 3 
130   T: um I don't think anybody's failing literature if they are succeeding 
and they’re happy and their self esteem's fine in the area that they're 
in  
131   R: mmhm 
132   T: I think as soon as you make somebody uncomfortable they tend to 
feel they're failing and that can be done through in in a variety of 
ways so failing literature academically failing literature is failing a 
test or tests they put in front of you 
133   R: mmhm 
134   T: I should imagine that's the way they look at the way the curriculum 
measured measures things it's a left brain curriculum I feel I think we 
all teach for the people who are the organised left brain style the 
right brain people don't get a chance and the right brain people take a 
lo:ng time to come back around if they ever do 
135   R:  mm 
136   T: but they're the the thinkers and they're usually the creative people 
and they're the style of child that you'd um probably find a nuisance? 
in the classroom cause they can be daydreaming or they can be 
137   R: mmhm 
138   T: have a come in with very divergent ideas and not along the one track 
that you want to teach cause your time is going to cut out 
139   R: mmmm [always comes into play doesn't it 
140   T:              [you need to get something in yeah um so personally if a 
child is on this earth and is alive they're not failing at literature as far 
as I'm concerned 
(Interview with Bronwyn) 
This foregrounding of literature is a foregrounding of symbols of middle class 
literate practices as constituting all - and 'good' - home reading practices. With 
teachers' assumption that literature success is equivalent to literacy success, a 
narrow - school-based - conception of what constitutes literacy is very evident in 
the talk. This relates closely to previous work in the field which has investigated the 
dilemma of a perceived mismatch between school and home literacy practices, and 
the effect of this on students from other than middle class back grounds. Heath 
(1982), for example, has documented how middle class students' home practices, 
which so closely resemble the institutional practices of schooling, are valorised and 
privileged within schools. Within the Queensland context Freebody and Ludwig 
(1998) discussed how middle class notions of literacy highlighted within schools, 
disadvantaged students from diverse backgrounds by marginalising their home-
based literate practices. 
WHAT ELSE DOES PROGRESSIVE DISCOURSE OFFER? 
At this point I stepped out to take another look at the discourses called upon by the 
teachers to talk about their students and diversity. While it is evident that deficit 
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explanations of failure (specifically literacy failure in this case) proliferate in the 
transcripts of the interview talk, I looked more closely to find what discourses 
teachers called upon to define key concepts. Literacy was represented by calling 
upon concepts supported by whole language models of literary teaching, and thus 
progressive educational discourses seemed strongly implicated in the teachers’ talk. 
In her discussions about her beliefs about literacy and how it should be taught, 
Wendy foregrounded reading books for enjoyment and being read to, journal 
writing and developmental approximations that did not rely on spelling accuracy. 
There was a privileging of personal recount and narrative in her notions of learning 
literacy skills. The intertextuality of terms such as having a go and the concept of 
daily reading and writing represent literacy in terms of progressive discourses of 
literacy teaching and learning. 
Extract 4 
85    R: okay my study is is working around issues of literacy and literacy 
failures and intervention so I'm interested to find out what you think 
would be the important aspects of literacy in the early years so what 
do you think are the really vital things that kids need to be learning 
and doing in terms of literacy 
86    T: reading [and being read to 
103  R: and so how do you think those kinds of beliefs impact on the type of 
teaching you're doing with the kids 
104  T: oh I try to get them to do some form of reading everyday be it silent 
reading on their own or reading groups plus I try to read books to 
them often the day's too short? 
105  R: [(laughs) the day's always too short 
106  T: [but I'm trying lots of books to them um and I like to do some form 
of writing everyday no matter what it is they've gotta write 
something 
107  R: mmhm 
108  T: and with their daily journals I I not overly worried at first about the 
spelling or 
109  R: mmm 
110  T: or getting words correct as long as they're having a go at getting 
what they want to say on paper and they're getting some sort of 
success at forming sentences cause then they feel a bit more positive 
oh I can do this 
(Interview with Wendy) 
In this extract it is possible to discern a partiality for process over product in 
Wendy's talk. In other interviews, individual success and enjoyment were also often 
foregrounded over any talk about substance or depth of content. See for example in 
extract 5, Bronwyn's notions of the importance of enjoyment as the most important 
concept in literacy in the early years of school. 
Extract 5 
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53   R: okay um I'm quite interested in what classroom teachers and 
intervention teachers feel is important in terms of literacy in the early 
years of schooling so what do you think children should be learning 
when we say that we're teaching them about literacy 
54   T: well first thing's enjoyment 
55   R: mmhm 
56   T: that's I feel that's vital and that comes in with the rhythm, the rhyme 
and the repetition 
57   R: sure 
58   T: most young children really enjoy that I find today they're not coming 
through with that with that knowledge of I'm not saying in year 3 but 
there doesn't seem it doesn't seem to be part of their background so 
that they come through with a really jolly understanding of the 
rhyme and the rhythm and the they they enjoy the repetition 
59   R: mm 
60   T: cause once they start doing it they really enjoy it 
61   R: mm? 
62   T: and that's what all the singing and the big holliballoo noise I make in 
there is about um the um the idea being convinced that they that can 
they're reading they're reading from the day they're born 
(Interview with Bronwyn)  
In other interviews, progressive notions were also supported. Comprehension was 
portrayed as important. For example in extract 6, Margaret highlights the 
importance of comprehension over skills. 
Extract 6 
20  R: mmhm and in terms of what your language program covers what do 
ya think is part of the vital language that needs to be done in early 
years 
21  T: I think um I I mainly focus on the children's ah I suppose ability to 
comprehend read comprehend what what they've read what have 
they read think it through um cause a lot of kids'll come in read 
something and just keep reading and they don't think through 
22  R: mmhm 
(Interview with Margaret) 
So it would seem that despite somewhat eclectic teaching approaches being used in 
classrooms, as a result of systemic initiatives, curriculum and policy documents, 
and school based resource decisions, progressive discourses still influenced 
teachers’ understandings about literacy and thus teaching and learning literacy.  
What this meant for teachers as they were called on to discuss diversity and literacy 
and literacy failure is vital in understanding how well-meaning and hard working 
teachers - who had the best interests of their students in mind and worked hard to 
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'make a difference' - constructed whole sections of their students' lives in terms of 
deficit by describing events, practices and resources missing in individuals and their 
families.  
Progressive notions of education offer literacy – and indeed other school based 
learning - as an individual achievement. I recognise that it is this, but it isn't only 
this. Literacy is also a social practice involved in power / knowledge relationships. 
Within progressive notions of education, teachers are constructed as facilitators and 
not as explicit pedagogues. There is a soft notion of accepting where children are at, 
but no real idea of how that might be helpful. Within literacy manifestations of 
these educational discourses there is a privileging of a monocultural set of literacy 
practices. Once there is a classification of one type of practices as being what 
should be mimicked in schools, then all other literate practices become 'other'. So 
without a clear sense of the place of themselves in teaching students how to learn, 
the teachers at Jesstown were left with a singular set of home individual 
characteristics perceived as ideal. The other became the binary opposite of what 
was ideal. This move allows us to account for the reliance on deficit explanations 
for literacy learning in their students. Progressive pedagogy, soft in texture and 
mirroring middle-class values, allowed no room for the other to be described in a 
positive sense and so teachers fell to using deficit explanations, individual at first 
and then homogenised to take account of community membership. 
FOREGROUNDING TEACHING 
However there was one teacher at the school who had a clearly defined notion of 
another way to discuss diversity and the literacy learning of her students, and a 
clearly defined notion of her role in her students’ learning. Because of this she was 
able to escape deficit discourse and portray school learning – and failure to do so in 
a very different light from her colleagues. In extract 7 below it is possible to see 
how Dianne finds no need to stall the answer, reformulate the initiation or ‘buy’ 
time. Her talk is direct and without pauses, exemplified by the latching of turns 102 
and 104. In turn 106 Dianne reformulates her own response as a way of reinforcing 
her point of view. For Dianne the solution to dealing with diversity is simple, all 
students of teachers who teach, learn. 
Extract 7 
101  R: hear it in the system what do you think it means to fail literacy 
102  T: well I don’t think any child fails literacy/ 
103  R: mm 
104  T: /I think the teacher fails to teach 
105  R: mmhm 
106  T: and so therefore failing literacy means that the teacher hasn’t worked 
competently with that a child 
(Interview with Dianne) 
 
In this extract it is possible to see how the neutral modality of the teacher's talk 
instils a sense of surety to her response.  There is no evidence of weak modality, 
such as that in the language of several other teachers who stated their opinions 
cloaked within such statements as I'm not sure if…but. This surety and directness is 
further developed by the active construction of Dianne's clauses and the 
foregrounding of her own position by using I as the theme of the clause in both 
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turns 102 and 104. Dianne's use of causal conjunctions is also worthy of notice, and 
is a feature of her talk throughout the interview. In turns 102 and 104 Dianne details 
her opinions on why students might not learn literacy, and in turn 106 before 
reformulating her response she uses first an additive and then two causal 
conjunctions - and so therefore. This measure goes to clearly link what 'she thinks' 
and some form of 'truth' about the way the world is.  
Dianne manages to construct learning through references to pedagogy. Her 
construction as a teacher subject is active, engaged, involved and, perhaps as 
importantly, culpable in the achievement of the students she teachers. She provides 
a deviant case in the data. She was able to escape deficit discourse and portray 
diversity, learning and failure in a very different light from her colleagues. 
Pedagogy rather than deficit is consistently the second move that Dianne makes 
when prompted to discuss issues. 
Throughout the transcript of our interview, Dianne can be seen to describe an 
important element after prompts or questions, but she then explicitly links those 
explanations to pedagogy. Everything for Dianne seemed to be about her as a 
teacher rather than about what her students had or didn’t have. She resisted what 
has been a common trend in educational research over recent times to investigate 
learning rather than teaching, and consistently foregrounded her own practice in her 
student's learning. Her talk explicitly linked her work with her students' experiences 
in a fashion that allowed these students to be reconstructed in a positive and active 
sense as competent subjects.  
Extract 8 
73  R: okay well you’ve talked a little bit or started to answer this next 
question actually I was just wondering if you might tell me what you 
feel is important in terms of literacy in the early years of schooling 
so what do you think these kids should be doing on a regular basis 
74  T: okay 
75  R: in terms of learning literacy 
76  T: okay I’ve got a really strong belief that children need to succeed so 
therefore um they need to be taught um at particular they need to 
have texts that they can succeed with  
77  R: mmhm 
78  T: so therefore that belief that I have about ww um working in groups I 
think is really important 
79  R: mmhm 
80  T: I also think the children need to enjoy enjoy um reading and writing 
so I try to make the program as interesting as I possibly can in a and 
I suppose you know variety of things um I’ve got a very firm belief 
that automaticity is really important that children need to be 
comfortable and familiar with being able to write like handwriting 
and knowing their sounds and you know phonic elements um so that 
when it comes time for them to be able to write and to be able you 
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know to read that they need to be able to just automatically able to 
do that rather than having to sit there and think is this little symbol/ 
81:  R: sure 
82  T: /an S or what ever so um I think that they’re probably the um main 
areas 
83  R: mmhm foundations yeap um and how do you think then that that 
those beliefs that you’ve just put forward actually impact on your 
teaching on what you do on a day to day basis 
84  T: well they drive it completely/ 
85  R: mmhm 
86  T: /because if if if I didn’t believe that children need to succeed then I 
wouldn’t group them 
87  R: mmhm 
88  T: I would teach them whole class and you know the good kids would 
learn in spite of me and the slow kids wouldn’t learn 
89  R: sure  
90  T: because I believe that children who have difficulties with their work 
are almost what what my teaching should be judged on/ 
91  R: mmhm 
92  T: /because if I can’t get them to a level to succeed or if I can’t improve 
them well I haven’t done my job so I really I’ve got very strong 
beliefs that you can judge my teaching on how my bottom group 
(works) 
(Interview with Dianne) 
This extract demonstrates that like the other teachers at Jesstown, Dianne called on 
progressive notions of literacy when discussing the literacy achievements of her 
students, but there is also a strong sense of her own place in the learning of her 
students. This is demonstrated by the abundance of the pronoun I, and in its 
positioning as the theme of many clauses. This has the effect of foregrounding 
Dianne in her explanations of her student's learning. As discussed earlier, symbolic 
in her talk is the use of causal conjunctions. In turn 80, Dianne starts by stating I 
think and then proceeds to provide details of one of her beliefs about literacy. She 
then immediately links this with so I try to make the program as interesting as 
possible. Each value or belief is causally linked to a clause that has Dianne (I) as the 
actor and the teaching activity as the goal. This link is further supported by Dianne's 
direct response in turn 84, when asked how her beliefs about literacy impact on the 
day-to-day teaching that she is involved in she replies well they drive it completely. 
CONSEQUENCES FOR TEACHER EDUCATION 
Dianne's talk demonstrates how it is possible to reconstruct the student within a 
progressive discourse, but it would seem only with a clear perception of a link 
between pedagogy and learning. What was happening without this link to 
pedagogy, and a clear sense of an institutionally defined subject position of teachers 
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as active and implicated, is that the progressive notions of individual difference, and 
romantic notions of literacy being about a narrow range of middle class practices 
have directed the teachers to the 'individual' for explanation and to deficit to explain 
diversity. 
Trapped in some sense of teaching in a ‘welfare’ context, they interact as passive 
rather than implicated in the achievement levels of their students. The teachers 
looked at their students through a ‘caring’ lens. Their hard work, best intentions and 
pedagogical focus became aimed at caring for students who were some how less 
than ‘ideal’. Welfare is about making those in your care safe and happy, but there is 
no consequent requirement to expect to ‘change’ the individual or their potentials. 
For these teachers, welfare meant that environments were comfortable and pleasant, 
teachers cared for the students and wanted to provide them with ‘good’ experiences 
at school. However without an understanding that there was a potential to move 
beyond welfare – to instil learning and knowledge – and that this would result from 
pedagogical depth and rigor, from hard work on the part of teachers and students, 
the school experience was deemed to remain ‘good’ but not necessarily 
intellectually rigorous. 
In 1989, Garth Boomer (1989) called upon those teachers that he labelled as 
''boundary riders'' (p. 4) to seek disequilibrium in their practice and to move beyond 
progressivism. In doing so he coined the following as a representation of the 
critique that had been levelled at him. He said teachers had accused that: 
You and others like you have encouraged us in the past to be this way. We 
have become, happily, what you advocated and now you question what we 
are!" 
(Boomer, 1989, p. 8) 
This harkens back to an assumption that there is a holy grail for teachers. The 
analysis in this paper suggests a deep undercurrent of this aversion to change and to 
move beyond progressivism in the Jesstown teachers. For although practices in 
classrooms showed signs of change, when discussing diversity and literacy the 
ideologies and basic assumptions and beliefs that were called upon by the teachers 
supported the "naturalistic performative mode" (p. 12) detailed by Boomer almost 
two decades ago. 
As he called teachers to become visible in classrooms, he critiqued the progressive 
curriculum for making its intentions appear naturally implicit. 
The curriculum is almost like doing what comes naturally. Children are 
surprised, delighted, entertained and engrossed. And thus, they are 
manipulated because the curriculum is not, in fact, natural but constructed 
and the teacher in seeming not to design, has palpable designs on the 
learners. 
In my view, then, the naturalistic classroom is unhealthy and essentially 
disempowering because it tends not to expose its own deep intentions and 
because it renders itself relatively immune to critique and transformation by 
the learners. 
(Boomer, 1989, pp. 12-13) 
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The progressive classroom though does more than render "itself immune to critique 
and transformation by the learners" (p. 13). It also renders teachers enculturated by 
its ideologies to a position that seems to be resilient to transformation. Without a 
sense of reflexivity brought by a visible, explicit positioning in the teaching 
learning process, without an active and implicated subjectivity as teacher, without 
pedagogy as a centralised feature of their work, change in practices remains change 
in approach, and transformation of assumptions and ideologies bringing lasting 
reflexive change in practice remains elusive. 
One of the consequences of constructing diversity within this discursive frame is 
that it foregrounds mainstream classes for 'successful children' - or perhaps for 
those who know what to do when all is going well. This allows pull out intervention 
to be offered up as a solution for those who can be constructed as 'at-risk' of not 
learning. Progressive discourses in the form of whole language models of teaching 
and learning have been critiqued for failing those students that the models explicitly 
set out to service more equitably. By constructing learning -literacy acquisition in 
this case - within a frame of a monocultural developmental pattern, these 
approaches have left a diverse range of students as not fitting the picture of 
development. Our present rush to intervention, particularly pull-out style 
intervention, can be understood within this context of topping up students so that 
they might achieve in ‘normal’ classroom settings.  
When asked to discuss learning the Principal of Jesstown, who displayed strong 
notions of the importance of teachers and teaching in children's learning, 
constructed intervention as "sort of plugging up some of the holes that might be 
there" (Interview with Conrad). Whether Conrad was discussing holes in children or 
in pedagogy, if the practice of pull-out intervention escapes the principle of reversal 
then the consequences for individual students is the same. Mainstream pedagogy 
remains unproblematised, escapes the radical doubt necessary for an equitable and 
socially aware project toward building the cosmopolitan world called for by 
Luke(2003).  
So what implications do these understandings have for teacher education? If it were 
possible to retrace the transition pathways between teacher education and the 
teaching profession, what might be the approach taken to prepare new teachers to 
centre themselves in the learning of their prospective students, and to resist deficit 
explanations of diversity? I began this paper by suggesting that a common approach 
is to challenge prospective teacher’s reliance on individualistic deficit explanations 
and to offer more positive and productive ways of naming and engaging with 
student diversity. In an investigation that worked to unpack how this approach 
might be articulated in assessment, Hirst and myself (Woods & Hirst, under review) 
uncovered the dangerous risk that such a practice might merely provide spaces for 
the rearticulation of deficit explanations of diversity. Such an approach also focuses 
the reconstructive work necessary to move beyond deficit squarely at the individual. 
So TE students are asked to problematise the individualisation of deficit definitions 
of diversity by renaming or re-engaging with individual student diversity. 
My suggestion here is that to provide TE students with the capacity and competence 
required to frame student diversity productively, it is important to centralise 
pedagogy as it relates to active teacher roles and student learning. This in no way 
suggests that students and learning are ignored or devalued in our understandings of 
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school based learning, but rather that TE students need to be provided with reflexive 
understandings, processes and practices that place the responsibility for student 
learning, outcomes, school experience squarely at their own feet within local 
contextualisations of schooling, and not within the heads, bodies and lives of 
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